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Scie ntis ts stud ie d  the  le ng th o f the  shad o w cast b y this  Martian d ust d e vil and
d e te rmine d  that the  sto rm sto o d  12 mile s hig h. Cre d it: NASA, JPL-Calte ch, UA

Martian devil

 

On March 14, a giant rose f rom the dust on Mars and raced across the planet’s
surf ace. This behemoth was no alien: It was a towering pillar of  twisting wind
known as a dust devil. Photographed by a NASA spacecraf t passing overhead, the
swirling storm stood 20 kilometers (12.4 miles) tall and stretched more than half
the width a U.S. f ootball f ield.

These whirlwinds are common on the Red Planet, but “what’s interesting about this
dust devil is it ’s very, very tall,” says planetary scientist David Choi. “To see one
this size is very rare,” the
researcher at NASA’s Goddard
Space Flight Center in Greenbelt,
Md., told Science News.

Dust devils dif f er f rom tornadoes.
Though both natural phenomena
involve swirling winds, tornadoes
f orm in the sky as part of  a strong
storm and descend to the ground.
Dust devils, in contrast, f orm f rom
the ground up. Hot air rises f rom a
sun-heated patch of  ground. As the
air climbs, it begins turning and
becomes visible as it picks up dust.
Violent tornadoes can cause
widespread destruction, but most
Earthly dust devils would have a
hard time pushing you over.

In many parts of  the United States,
spring is peak tornado season.
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Dust d e vils : The y’re  no t just fo r Mars. This
sto rm sho we d  up  in Arizo na. Cre d it: NASA

spring is peak tornado season.
Spring has sprung on northern Mars, too, where temperatures may
climb up to -25 degrees Celsius (-13 degrees Fahrenheit). Though the
atmosphere of  Mars is too weak to support tornado f ormation,
scientists have used photographs of  the Red Planet to document
dust devils there.

A photograph of  the latest Martian dust devil was captured by HiRISE,
a powerf ul camera on board NASA’s Reconnaissance Orbiter satellite.
The storm popped up in the Amazon is Planit ia, a smooth plain north
of  the Martian equator and west of  Olympus Mons, a giant mountain.
A clear mark on the planet’s surf ace traced the path of  the dust devil.

Although Earthly dust devils may stand hundreds of  meters (up to
thousands of  f eet) tall, they’re still pipsqueaks compared to their
Martian counterparts.

Power Words (adapted f rom the New Oxf ord American Dictionary
and nasa.gov)

dust devil A small whirlwind or air vortex over land that’s visible as a
column of  dust and debris.

Tornado Violently rotating winds that have the appearance of  a f unnel-shaped cloud and advance beneath
a large storm system.

orbiter A spacecraf t designed to go into orbit, especially one not intended to land.

Olympus Mons The largest known volcano in the solar system.
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